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Rapp: How Discover and Evaluate Client Problems

Successful consulting takes much more than knowl
edge of techniques. Human skills are vital, too, just
as they are in the successful practice of medicine—

HOW TO DISCOVER AND EVALUATE

CLIENT PROBLEMS
by John Rapp
Sharlach Ress Goldrich & Co.

the ounces of prevention he can
course of the last several
dispense need little elaboration.
years there has been a grad
ually increasing degree of aware We have case materials on suc
cessful client engagements, but we
ness of the CPA’s competence be
also have documentation on en
yond the attest function as cur
gagements that were less than suc
rently understood.
now well
cessful. Maybe all of us, whether
known magazine article stating that
or not we are currently active in
“the auditors had arrived” (For
tune, November-December, 1960)
applying the art of management
services, may benefit from an eval
pointed in that direction. Since
then there has been more use of
uation of what we ought to be
the term “business doctor,” indicat
doing to heighten our chances of
success in the business health con
ing a degree of awareness of pos
sulting
sible diagnoses and prescriptions
Lest the thought occur to some
that the CPA can
The more
that the “how to” in the title is
descriptive phrase “business health
the prelude to something like a
consultant” carries the additional
manual—put it aside. Rather than
connotation that the CPA can often
working toward a blueprint, or
be effective in guarding that health
even a road map, the aim is to
with the aid of that ounce of pre
come up with suggested signposts
vention that can sometimes do so
and other markers along a trail
much more than a pound of cure.
toward successful business health
To those of us that are active in
consulting. For the judgment inher
our management services practices
ent in the discovery and evalua
the brave words about the CPA
tion of specific client problems is
as business health consultant and
n the

I

that of the practitioner on the firing
line. The present overall “factfinding” or rather “signpost-hunt
ing” expedition is intended to be
no more than a guide for the prac
titioner’s own good judgment. Any
simplification found along the way
does not imply any disregard of
the significant interrelatedness of
business affairs. On the contrary, it
is meant to be a specific tool for
sorting out certain ideas believed
to be important in this context.
What are some of the basic
requisites in the quest to discover
and evaluate client problems? They
seem to fall into three main
groups:
1. Ability to perceive and inter
pret perceptions within a
frame of reference, on the
basis of particular attributes
and skills.
2. Ability to diagnose, in the
sense of deriving valid first
conclusions as to the nature
19
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There are three main classes of clients: those who know exactly what the trouble is; those who know
there is trouble, but are not sure just what it is; and those who are certain everything is fine.

and the extent
client prob
lems.
3. Ability to test the validity
first conclusions sufficiently to
come up with meaningful
survey results.
These requisites are, indeed,
quite fundamental. Yet, particu
larly in the management consult
ing area, where so many factors
over and above the necessary tech
nical proficiency have such an im
portant bearing on the degree of
success of our efforts, they deserve
some extra attention, since a study
and discussion of them may high
light certain problem areas and,
let
hope, point the way toward
overcoming some of the problems.
In the matter of perception of
client problems and interpretation
of perceptions, there are three
main possibilities we should con
sider:
1. The client says he knows the
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problem and looks to us for
what he considers to be the
“solution.”
2. The client is generally aware
of the fact that “something is
not right” and
to us for
location, identification, and
definition of the problem as
well as for a “solution” deal
ing with the problem.
3. The client states or implies
that he is unaware of the
present or potential problems
that we have perceived or are
in a position to perceive.
In practice, we may at times
encounter combinations of the pos
sibilities outlined; for discussion
purposes, however, it may be use
ful to consider them separately.

Client says he “knows”
Where the client says he knows
the problems, looks to us for a
solution, and possibly even indi
cates the lines along which he
would expect the solution to be
found, he may be correct, insofar
as problem perception is con
cerned, but he may be way off
base as to the real diagnosis and
the appropriate treatment called
for by such diagnosis. Consider
the case
a client, faced with
increased clerical costs, who, im
pressed by the publicity given to
the advantages of mechanization
office work, calls in his CPA to
advise as to the manner in which
mechanization should be imple
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mented. The CPA may well find
that, by reason of the characteris
tics and the relatively small vol
ume of the work load, mechani
zation would be too costly to be
practicable, and that clerical costs
might well be reduced by improv
ing the effectiveness of the manual
clerical processes concerned. On
surveying and reviewing the sub
stance
those processes, he finds
that the main factors detracting
from effectiveness in manual pro
cessing of documents are inade
quate clerical supervision and
performance, resulting on the one
hand in costly bottlenecks while
accumulations are worked off, pos
sibly even at premium-time rates,
and on the other hand in no less
costly waiting time on the part of
the persons waiting for the docu
ments being held up. Thus what
purported to start off as a study,
in the feasibility of mechanization
of clerical tasks turns out to re
quire clerical work measurement
and review of supervisory abilities
and potential. Had the consulting
CPA given the client what he
wanted, he would, most likely,
have ended up rendering a disser
vice to an unhappy client.
In some situations, a client’s de
sire for automation, work simplifi
cation, and/or reduction in force
in departments may have a meas
ure of factual justification, but
carry overtones of interdepart
mental feuds in that present execu
tives are being undermined or
Management Services
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Discover and
Client Problems
room is being made, in rearrange Rapp:
the
consulting
CPAEvaluate
will, through
ments of duties and responsibilities,
what appears to have been little
more than casual observation, have
for specific personnel replace
ments. In such cases, it may be
performed a “lightning” type of
particularly difficult to determine
survey; applicable approaches and
where the real problem is. If the
techniques will be discussed later.
consulting CPA is called in to ad
Where the client’s assessment of
vise, he should concentrate on the
the problem he thinks he has is
found by the consulting CPA to
best long-term interests of the cli
ent, consistent with an appropriate
be incorrect, a more detailed field
solution
the real immediate
survey is necessary, and the
should use all his skill to deter
problem, as he sees it. In present
ing his assessment of the situation
mine the facts and to arrive at a
and suggesting remedial or preven
diagnosis of the real underlying
tive action to be taken, he may
problems and to cause the client
have quite a problem overcoming
to change his position in line with
what is required. However, it may
entrenched attitudes and preju
be too easy to depict that situation
dices. But, not infrequently, in
in terms of black and white. There
such a situation it is found, espe
may be cases where the client’s im
cially with certain types of author
mediate best interests point one
itarian management, that “Father
way and the client’s longer-term
knows best,” and the CPA who
best interests point the other way.
should have been brought in to
. . . in cases where the client
In such situations, since not even
advise and consult is faced with
consulting CPAs come equipped
accomplished facts.
has not gone far enough and
with crystal balls or with 20:20
It may be clear now that when
hindsight before the event, the de
the client says he “knows” he does
deep enough to recognize
velopment
a balanced diagnosis
not always know what his trouble
the basic problems
will be all the more challenging.
is and that “things are not always
Such problems are by no means
what they seem to be.”
underlying the no less real
unusual—examples may be found in
Where the client’s assessment of
make-or-buy decisions or in break
the problem he thinks he has is
ones of which he is aware
ing into a relatively unexplored
found to be correct by the con
. . . should we give the client
section of a market as distinct
sulting CPA, the way would seem
from more thoroughgoing cultiva
to be clear for successful imple
what he wants or what we
mentation of management services
tion of the same tried and true
vineyard.
work designed to develop remedial
think he needs?
The consulting CPA must re
action. There may be situations
member at all times, in diagnostic
where the client’s assessment is not
correct, in the sense that the client
survey work as well as in project
implementation, that, however at
has not gone far enough and deep
tractive the “ideal” solution of a
enough to recognize the basic prob
problem may look on paper—if in
lems underlying the no less real
ones of which he is aware. In
deed there is such a solution—he
is or should be concerned with the
those cases, should we give the
most adequate solution attainable
client what he wants or what we
in the particular client circum
think he needs?
stances within the context of a
It all depends on the circum
particular environment.
stances. If what the client wants
Diagnostic work of this caliber
does not conflict with solution
calls for a blend of many kinds
the deeper-seated problems, it may
of ability, treated in more detail
be advisable to give him what he
wants; if, on the other hand, such
later. There is just one kind of
ability that appears to be so im
a course would create difficulty in
meeting what should be the real ob
portant that it should be brought
up for review and consideration
jective, the more advisable proce
early—that is the ability to distin
dure might be tactful education
the client to what he should want.
guish the real problem from the
In both the foregoing situations,
apparent problem in the initial
May-June, 1970
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3 as a source of
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of a management
of those
othersand
thatControls,
drew deVol. 7 [1970],
field survey
work
diagnosis.
fensive or cagey replies, and of
diagnostic information, we should
Representations made to would
those that drew replies too like
bear in mind a number of practi
originate principally in exploratory
what the informants imagined the
cal matters. The first is the need
conferences. Such conferences, in
consulting CPA would want to hear.
for keeping such survey work dis
some cases, may be held with a
We do want to suggest that rep
tinct from that performed in an
board of directors or a committee
resentations derived from formal
actual implementation engagement.
or committees thereof. More fre
meetings or informal discussions
A diagnostic survey calls for rea
quently, they will occur with repre
should always be accepted only
sonable speed and a quick grasp
sentatives of top management and
provisionally and with caution and
of essentials. It should, therefore,
some of the department heads most
that we should keep our minds
generally be performed by the most
immediately involved in the prima
open as to reviewing such infor
experienced person or persons pos
facie problem being explored. Even
mation in the light of “harder”
sible in terms of technical profi
at the initial survey stage, the con
evidential matter. For such review,
ciency, client understanding, and
sulting CPA should see to it that
we require not only technical abil
general business acumen. To a
he gets as broad a coverage as
ity and proficiency but also, and
suitably qualified person, some es
possible in the sources of repre
more particularly, sound personal
sential elements he needs will be
sentations given to him, particu
judgment, hard common sense, and
come apparent by almost casual
larly as regards inclusion of line
that degree of intuition which
observations in a walk through the
supervisors, who may often be
stems from a deep knowledge
plant or a few chats in the office.
more knowledgeable than their im
human nature coupled with the
Other elements will require more
mediate superiors would care to
gift of empathy.
extensive reference to relevant doc
admit. Obtaining the opinions of
The nearest I can come to an il
uments as to origination, flow, use
those concerned is, however, no
lustration is by reference to a cli
made thereof, and end result ex
more than getting the raw material
ent with a long-standing problem
pected or actually obtained there
for our work of evaluation; at this
of significant inventory shortages
from. The diagnostic field survey
point, we will have done no more
whose concern as to possible causes
however, does not stand alone in
extended to the receiving function,
its reliance, primarily, on observ
than the medical practitioner
lis

tening to his patient’s recital of
to production losses, and to pos
able facts to the extent that they
are readily available or obtainable.
symptoms. There must be not only
sible faulty recording in respect of
refurbishing operations, but some
It also rests, at least temporarily,
evaluation of the expressed symp
on related representations by cli
toms as to the context in which
how bypassed the possibility of
ent personnel until “harder” com
and the manner in which they are
unauthorized shipments without
petent evidential matter can be
put forward but also judicious in
documentation, an area which, by
found to prove or disprove the
hindsight, was finally found to be
terpretations of the unspoken ele
validity of such representations.
the main source of trouble.
ments in any discussion, of the
Desirably, enough of such evidenTurning now to our own limited
questions that were not answered

Obtaining the opinions of those concerned is no more than getting the raw material
for our work; at this point we have done no more than the medical practitioner
listening to his patient's recital of symptoms.
22
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A client with a long-standing problem of inventory shortages offered every con
ceivable solution except the right one: unauthorized shipments without documentation.

tial matter should be evaluated in
the diagnostic field survey to avoid
survival of any unbuttressed rep
resentations; in fact, this may not
always be practicable because
time and cost limitations. For we,
as practicing CPAs with a practical
turn of mind, must keep a balance
between the client’s wishes and the
consideration of our own practices,
not giving the client a full-scale
survey in miniature when what is
wanted is a diagnostic survey which
may or may not lead to a full-scale
engagement.

Frame of reference
The evaluation of client repre
sentations and that of documents
and other competent evidential
matter implies a frame of reference
by which we either maintain or
suspend belief in what we are
evaluating. Where and how do we
obtain such a frame of reference?
As to technical expertise, we base
ourselves on our training, not only
CPAs well versed in methods of
reporting and recording and the
advantages and pitfalls of informa
tion techniques and systems but
also as intelligent businessmen
with sufficient judgment and ex
perience, and willingness to learn
from experience, to provide sound
and apt interpretations of the hard
business realities behind the re
porting and information systems.
In that respect, in our different
May-June, 1970

thinks that he knows the problem
tend to occur more often in initial
consulting engagements than those
in which we must act as original
cause finders in addition to func
tioning as fact surveyors. It is not
too often that we are told to locate
specific problem areas because cli
ent management has a vaguely un
easy feeling that “something is not
right.” Generally client manage
ment will attempt to find out, more
or less successfully, what it is that
ails it before we are called in as
consultants. Yet in this area we
can and should perform a vital
role. Just as a general practitioner
of medicine is consulted for a gen
eral check-up and diagnosis by a
patient who feels generally “out of
sorts,”
an alert and conscientious
client management sensing that
measured performance is not up
to reasonable expectations should
bring in the CPA as a consultant
to put his finger on whatever trou
ble spots there may be. In this
context the consulting CPA would
tend to have full confidence placed
in him, without being hemmed in,
explicitly or implicitly, by precon
ceived notions on the part of man
agement or by any attempts on
its part to have the outside CPA
act
a “pre-cooked-pill adminis
trator.” (There are, unfortunately,
situations where management, too
sure of the symptoms and their
underlying causes, also expresses
definite ideas as to remedies, but
23
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and yet somewhat related sphere
of activity, we function in a way
not unlike the general practitioners
of the medical profession whose
clinical experience must be soundly
based on training in anatomy, phys
iology, pathology, and other related
bodies of knowledge. But just as
the medical practitioners would be
less than fully effective if they did
not round out their professional
equipment with a deep knowledge
of human nature, particularly in
its reactions to stress and strain
and in the interaction between
mind and matter,
would we
CPAs be less than fully effective,
particularly in our consulting func
tion, if we did not similarly bring
to bear all the psychological in
sight we can muster, derived in
part from our client relations ex
perience, in part from our general
experiences with our fellow men
and women, and also in part from
appropriate study in the
With
out going so far as to suggest that
the consulting CPA should be an
academically trained psychologist,
I would like to submit the idea
that consulting achieves such suc
cess as it has, with the help of
techniques, through people, and
that greater “people orientation,”
as distinguished from a primary
“techniques orientation,” may well
help contribute to increased ac
ceptance of the CPA’s consulting
function.
The situations where the client

5


professional
and Controls,
other perVol. 7 should
also
possess
an inquiring
Management Services: A Magazine ofWhat
Planning,
Systems, and
[1970], No.
3, Art.
3
and analytical turn of mind, with
sonal qualifications are essential?
a highly developed ability to sift
On the technical level, they include
heavy diversified experience in a
provable and documentable facts
variety of business situations, cou
from poorly supported represen
pled with a thorough familiarity
tations. In addition, he should
with the client’s operations and
have a deep understanding of per

procedures, preferably, but not ne
sonal relationships and human
cessarily, based on audit experi
frailties and limitations and an
ence. As an alternative or, when
ability to size up what will or will
applicable, a supplement to such
not work in a given situation.
experience, it would be desirable
All these qualifications should
to have good background in a
make their mark on the public
similar or related industry, trade,
through the consultant’s first-rank
or occupation, obtained from audit
ability in oral and written expres
knowledge and/or direct work ex
sion, skillfully and tactfully adapted
perience supported by study of
to the recipients of his communi
Consultants must always beware of
relevant published material. As to
cations.
becoming ritualistic and arrogant
such
material,
the
field
is
so
vast
If our answer to “what does it
medicine men with prepackaged so
now
that
caution
must
be
exer
take?
” sounds like a tall order, that
lutions for every problem.
cised in keeping our technical pro
is just the way we see it. Good
ficiency properly integrated and co
management consulting is not an
ordinated. While, basically, we
easy task, and it has room for topshies away from the responsibility
should remain generalists in our
caliber people, more particularly
for the institution of unpopular
management services efforts, in a
when we consider it as a continu
measures.)
sufficiently large and well devel
ing function of watching over the
oped practice there can and should
client’s business health. With less
be a systematic subdivision of the
breadth of scope, some consultants
Distinguishing problems
field. The danger to guard against
might “get away with it” for a
Whatever the degree of confi
is that, in a vain effort to be “all
time—but surely our basic interest
dence placed in the consulting
things to all men,” we might be
does not he in the direction of
CPA, he must earn such confidence
tempted to scatter our efforts like
one-shot deals—nor does that of our
by sorting out the apparent sur
buckshot, when actually we should
clients.
face problems from the deeper un
keep them together in a neat and
derlying problems. The very re
logical bundle to increase our
Client is “unaware” of problems
liance by management on us to
chances of hitting the target. Ex
find and diagnose what the ail
cessive specialization not firmly an
There are situations in which the
ments are must instill in
caution
chored in solid knowledge can be
consulting CPA locates client prob
lest we become the ritualistic and
recognized by clients and can
lems of which client management
arrogant medicine men of business
raise the question: “Does the man
is allegedly not aware, such as the
rather than business health con
really know what he is talking
deeper and possibly not so readily
sultants with a sense of humility
about?” Surely, we do not want
visible problems underlying these
underlying all our technical and
that!
more apparent ones on which the
human competence.
CPA has been called
But simi
What does it take? Basically, the
lar situations may arise without
Additional background required
qualities that make a CPA success
reference to a pre-existing consult
ful in the implementation of man
The person with the required
ing and survey arrangement, as,
agement services assignments are
technical qualifications should, in
for instance, when the relation
also those expected of him for suc
addition, possess a good back
with the client is based on audit
cess in diagnostic surveys. By
ground in available management
and/or tax work and an alert au
reason of the time and fee limita
and control techniques and
ditor or tax man is faced with
tions bound up with most of such
top-flight supervisory ability in
indications of such problems and
surveys, particular emphasis should
guiding and coordinating, because
recognizes the potential for effec
be given to quickness in percep
even at the diagnostic survey and
tive client service in the manage
tion, imagination, and resourceful
recognition stage some of the re
ment services area.
ness in those who would conduct
quired fact finding may, for eco
It may be that the client’s lack
the surveys, all perhaps adding up
nomic reasons, have to be dele
of awareness is genuine—in that
to “knowing where and how to
gated to suitably trained and thor
case, bringing the problem out in
look.”
oughly briefed assistants. He
to the open may at least stimulate
24
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everybody’s thinking processes and
pared letters of comment, where
possibly serve as a prod for pos
the problems have come to light
sible future action.
during audit or tax work, or letters
On the other hand, it may be
of preliminary survey findings,
that the client’s lack of awareness
where that is the occasion of dis
of the problem is less than genu
covery by the consultant. In ex
ine. Here, too, the forces of accu
ceptional situations there may have
mulated inertia tend to be at work
to be a special effort to obtain and
—a wish not to rock the boat, or
hold the client’s attention—the
a wish not to depart from the
more so when there is a back
“tried and true” ways of the past
ground of problems being swept
that served so well under different
under the rug.
circumstances. Or there may be
the subtle—and sometimes not so
Diagnostic survey techniques
subtle—interplay of pressures and
counter-pressures when those ex
Perceptions and judicious inter
ecutives who appreciate the exis
pretation thereof, while supplying
tence of a problem play it down
the data for diagnostic activity as
Basically, the qualities that
in order not to upset the real or
well as a frame of reference and
fancied contribution of others. We
almost a philosophy, must be pro
make a CPA successful in
sometimes find the situation of less
cessed by applicable techniques
than adequate personnel, particu
if diagnosis is to be swift and effec
the implementation of
tive. In a full-scale implementation
larly at the higher echelons, being
management services
carried for “humanitarian” reasons.
engagement in the management
services field there may—and should
Any attempt by the consulting
assignments are also those
CPA to bring such a situation out
—be time for relevant research.
into the open, particularly in the
In a more urgent diagnostic sur
expected of him for success
case of medium-size and smaller
vey engagement which, more often
in diagnostic surveys . . .
corporations, may draw the reac
than not, is somewhat hemmed in
tion that in his excessive concern
by fee limitations and time limita
particular emphasis should
with efficiency he overlooks the
tions derived therefrom, it is not
elements of personal satisfaction
often possible to provide for re
be given to quickness in
for those working. What can or
search at the time of its comple
perception, imagination, and
should the consulting CPA do
tion; the related research may
have to come after the event, for
then? He has to be a diplomat in
resourcefulness in those who
use “next time around.” However
his client relations and a good
judge of present and prospective
desirable more research, particu
would conduct the surveys,
significance of the conditions that
larly as to potential usefulness of
all perhaps adding up to
he would be inclined to criticize.
information systems and actual
His actions will have to depend
uses made thereof, may be, and
"knowing where and how
mainly on his answer to the ques
however relevant in practical ways,
tion of materiality. If he considers
the CPA in management survey
to look."
that no great harm is done by
work must be oriented toward
deferring action on the problem,
applicable day-to-day operating
or that action potentially proposed
techniques. He is not an ivory
might do more harm than good,
tower intellectual—though, for the
he might table the matter—stand
benefit of his clients and his prac
ing ready, however, to activate it
tice, he should, if at all possible,
stand back from time to time to
should the need for action become
take stock of what he is doing and
more urgent. If, on the other hand,
where he is going. He is primarily
the thinks that the hidden or cam
concerned, in the general context
ouflaged problems need airing
of what the client wants or needs,
right now, how should he get the
with the twofold limitations of the
client to understand the existence
client’s ability and willingness to
and significance of the problems?
pay for diagnostic survey work
Informal meetings and discussions
have some value, but, for the sake
and of his own practice require
ments as to talent and time and
of both the client and the consult
the most appropriate deployment
ant, there should be carefully pre
May-June,
1970
Published
by eGrove,
1970
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A word of caution in relation to diagnostic survey work—clients should be discouraged . . .

thereof. The techniques he should
use must be understood in that
context. In passing, a word of
caution as to willingness to pay in
relation to diagnostic survey work
—clients should be discouraged
from demanding “quickie” fullscale studies for the price of a
diagnostic survey. Trying to obtain
full value for money in that way
seems penny-wise and pound-fool
ish because of necessity a diag
nostic survey cannot probe as
deeply as a full-scale investigation.

Some survey techniques
Some of the specific techniques
that can be used in diagnostic sur
vey work would be use of

1 — Questionnaires
2 — Interviews
3 — Observation of documents
in their relation to underly
ing business facts
4 — Observation of business
facts.
In practice some or, preferably,
all of these should be used in com
bination,
most of them taken
separately have their pitfalls. This
would be the case particularly
with questionnaires and inter
views, but they do have their place
as starting points for further work.
On work being instigated, however
this instigation may come about,
there should usually be a first in
terview to help determine a coarse
definition of the problems at issue
or, where needed, bring about a
basic client awareness of such
problems. This should be followed
by quick observations of the most
material areas, to corroborate, am
plify, or modify determinations
made thus far and to obtain a bal
anced general view of the relative
significance of the problems to be
investigated, or, in a way, a stratifi
cation of the issues. After that, it is
generally advisable to obtain more
circumstantial interviews, particu

larly with people on or near the
firing line; and only after those
steps would the consulting CPA be
ready to get down to the business
of gathering data, principally
through observation of business
facts and related documents, for
evaluation from both a quantita
tive and a qualitative point of
view.
Although it would seem that the
“yes-no” type of internal control
questionnaire might provide a rea
sonable starting point, particularly
where the instigation of the diag
nostic survey comes from the in
ternal control review and evalua
tion bound up with the audit work,
that kind of questionnaire has to
be used with caution. When an
swers to questions have to be ob
tained from client employees there
is some risk of getting expected
answers rather than factual an
swers—to make the current situa
tion look better or less defective
than it is, to cover up one’s own
shortcomings, to cover up short
comings of co-workers, and a vari
ety of other mostly psychological
reasons. Also, in the “yes-no” type
of questionnaire, unless the user is
as highly qualified as he ideally
should be, there is a tendency to
ward obtaining less than adequate
information by reason of not con
sidering all possible circumstances.
It is found, not infrequently, that
even in the context of a recurring
evaluation of continued enforce
ment and applicability of internal
control procedures, the question
naire method alone is not ade
quate and must be supplemented
by descriptive material of the “yes,
but” or “no, however” variety. All
the more reason, within the con
text of management services diag
nostic surveys in which complete
ness of relevant detail is important,
for supplementing questionnaires
by appropriate descriptions, dia
grams, flow charts, and similar
illustrative material more likely to
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contain the ingredients required
for derivation of a balanced and
rounded view.
As to interviews, some reference
has previously been made to the
need for evaluating them, not only
for what is said but also for what
is left unsaid, as well as for the
manner in which the information
comes out. It is not only top offi
cials who can be defensive, cagey,
or reticent in interviews; these at
titudes can be found all along the
fine. Whenever possible, interviews
might be obtained with two or
more people doing the same job.
If this is done, some caution
should be exercised in the manner
in which the interview is handled
—friendly appeals for cooperation
in giving information designed to
contribute toward making better
jobs for everybody may be more
productive than possibly repetitious
and stereotyped quizzing sessions.
Information from questionnaires
and interviews should be accepted
only on a provisional basis, that is,
until such information can be cor
roborated, amplified, or disproved
by direct observation. Generally
speaking, audit-trained CPAs should
need little instruction as to the
nature and characteristics of com
petent evidential matter and the
criteria by which its adequacy
should be assessed. In the area of
documents in their relation to the
underlying business facts, our gen
eral source material is the same as
that which we would use in the
discharge of our attest function.
But our emphasis in the study of
available documentation is differ
ent. In the general audit situation,
we make limited tests directed to
ward obtaining a degree of assur
ance that the client’s financial
statements resting on such docu
mentation provide a fair presenta
tion of financial position and results
of operations. In the management
services diagnostic survey situation
we make specific tests directed
Management Services
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toward particular objectives in
the realm of underlying business
realities, with a view to ultimately
having the client carry out some
remedial or preventive action di

rectly bearing on such business
realities. Thus, what may be re
garded
sufficient evidential mat
ter for derivation of valid con
clusions in the audit context is
generally not sufficient to arrive at
such conclusions for management
services diagnosis, both as regards
characteristics and quantity of the
data. How much would be enough
in any particular situation will
depend on the practitioner’s judg
ment in the light of the circum
stances and the characteristics of
the data scrutinized by him.
In general, since a diagnostic
survey is necessarily of a prelim
inary nature, such a survey should
require less evidential matter than
would be needed to support the
conclusions of a full-fledged inves
tigation. Were the client to expect
a “quickie” investigation, in lieu
of a diagnostic survey, it might be
advisable to dissuade him by point
ing to the different extent of com
petent evidence required. It may
not always be possible to quantify
such difference precisely and to
convince the client, but the at
tempt should be made.
While the use of specific tech
niques will depend on the circum
stances of each case, many such
►techniques rest on scientific foun
dations. The science of mathemat
has much to offer, particularly
in the area of the mathematics of
probability, which underlies both
the application of statistical sam
pling techniques and much of op
erations research. The mathemat
ical and technical bases of com
puter applications, though certainly
applicable to management services
diagnostic surveys as well as to
full-scale investigation, constitute
too vast a field for adequate dis
cussion at this time. Statistical

sampling techniques, useful in cer
tain phases of audit work, have a
particular applicability in the scru
tiny and sifting of evidential matter
on management services assign
ments, and certain applications of
such techniques are particularly
helpful in diagnostic surveys in
that they help toward providing
measurements of reliability not
otherwise available.
The basic examination of com
petent evidential matter would
start with that to which we are
used from the discharge of our
attest function. But not only is our
emphasis different in that we must
become even more fact-oriented—
in addition, we must broaden our
ideas as to the nature of relevant
facts in this connection and weigh
the different degrees of credibility.
For, in connection with manage
ment services surveys, we have to
deal not only with easily quanti
fiable and “audit-checkable” facts
but also with a whole set of some
what less tangible facts that are no
less real for being elusive at times
as to precise definition and im
pact, mainly the facts of psycho
logical, hierarchical, and internal
“political” pressures and counter
pressures. Many of these contribute
to make our work difficult or un
pleasant—all the more reason why
those facts should be recognized
for what they are and be dealt
with as thoroughly and compe
tently as possible. Some of those
facts, such
a misconception that
the CPA is overly concerned with
figures and therefore can not un
derstand properly the business
realities behind the figures, may be
so basic to the success of our work
that we must give them adequate
attention sufficiently early—for sur
veys conducted with only half
hearted backing and understanding
on the part of management are
likely to wind up being involved
in internal factional polemics, with
bad repercussions on the possibili

ties of acceptance and implemen
tation.
What can we as CPAs do to
equip ourselves for coping with
that range of facts? Training would
seem to be the answer, but it
should not be overly academic;
the training should be largely a
distillation of personal experience
with human nature in business and
non-business situations, further
supported by maturity of judg
ment and a sense of proportion
and relevance which can be ac
quired and fostered to some
degree. Each particular situation
should be handled on its merits,
with an overall attitude of openmindedness and receptiveness. In
any consulting situation, patient
listening is a vital ingredient of
effective work. In management ser
vices consulting this is particu
larly applicable when many per
sons at various levels should be
listened to and their representa
tions evaluated and cross-checked.

Validity of survey findings
Diagnostic surveys in the man
agement services field, beyond the
discernment of problems and the
tentative derivation of first conclu
sions, involve the application of
some desirable safeguards before
we can be in a position to issue to
the client our “prescription” in the
form of recommendations which, if
properly assimilated, will, we hope,
bring about a “cure” of the con
ditions encountered. How can we
apply such safeguards in the sense
of checking or testing the validity
of our first tentative conclusion, all
the more necessary when we bear
in mind that preliminary diagnos
tic surveys, in particular, are likely
to be conducted in a context not
free from stress beyond that en
countered in most business situa
tions?
When the preliminary survey is
followed by a full-scale investiga27
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cross-checked by an associate or, if
a knowledgable associate is not avail
able, through cooperation with an
other practitioner in a referral system.

tion assignment, the findings de
rived therefrom will provide an ex
post facto check on the correctness
or aptness of the preliminary diag
nosis. When the preliminary work
does not lead to a full-scale inves
tigation and, at some later stage,
we are informed of troubles en
countered in the organization of
the client who was not willing to
take our “prescription,” when those
troubles could have been fore
stalled, minimized, or avoided by
appropriate client action, that, too,
provides an ex post facto check.
But hindsight, even 20-20 hind
sight, is not what is wanted here
—the smug “I told you so” attitude,
expressed or implied, does not win
friends or influence people in any
lasting or valuable way.
What is needed is a cross-check
currently applicable to preliminary
survey findings, before any release
to the client, that will increase
our confidence in their reliability,
applicability, and relevance. For
this purpose, the best method
would be current review by and
exchange of views with a partner
or other top-level associate. Sup
pose, for a moment, that in a
smaller firm, we have no one of
such caliber to draw on within
the organization. In such a case,
we would suggest cooperation with
other practitioners under a refer
ral system. There may be some
fear that under such a system en
gagements may be lost to the
“reviewer.” This need not be so,
provided a suitable basic under
standing is arrived at, and, in fact,
it may bring all those concerned ex

tra assurance because the benefit
of review can work in both direc
tions, more so when the strengths
of the practitioners concerned are
to some degree complementary
rather than almost entirely over
lapping. Would the need for or de
sirability of such a review by one
or more colleagues imply an ad
mission that we are not sufficiently
sure of our ground to claim the
expertise in management services
work that we think we possess? If
such expertise, in the sense of dis
cerning, evaluating, and prescrib
ing for the client’s problem, really
exists, there should be no such
implication; instead, the implica
tion would be that in the vast area
of management services many fac
tors of a non-technical nature, e.g.,
psychological factors in sizing up
reactions and responses, are likely
to count for more than we might
care to acknowledge at first sight.
In firms large enough to have
audit partners and management
services partners operating to some
extent separately, some recognition
is often given to this consideration
by providing for liaison and co
operation between the two cate
gories of partners, with the audit
partners presumably contributing
the combination knowledge of
client overall operations, “way of
doing things,” and psychology,
rather than management services
work expertise.
How about the situation in
which our management services
expertise appears to be strong
enough as to some field involved
in our work and not strong enough
as to others? This may occur par
ticularly in the early stages of de
velopment of a management ser
vices practice. In that situation, we
have all the more reason for
double-checking our survey con
clusions, sometimes even to the
point of bringing our “reviewer”
to the client as our “consultant.”
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We should always try to get as
much of the total picture as we
can and have enough good sense,
judgment, and humility to be aware
of our limitations and not to trust
“Dame Luck” in stepping outside
such bounds into what may turn
out to be quicksand. On the other
hand, we should have enough sol
idly based technical expertise,
validly functioning quickness of
perception, and firmly founded rea
soning and interpretive ability to
operate within our limitations with
that confidence which, in turn,
tends to evoke client confidence.
That confidence is the vital in
gredient in business health consult
ing, as is the patient’s confidence
in the medical general practitioner
or specialist whom he consults.
And just as the members of the
medical profession, through con
stant research and study, strive to
free our lives from certain physical
and mental health hazards, so let
us strive, as business health con
sultants, to free the business lives
of our clients from certain avoid
able business health hazards.
Management Services

10

